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The present investigation examined motivation for parenting and some of its c rrelates in parents and children. The 
data came from samples of 151 first-time mothers of infants, 153 mothers of middle school children, and 260 
mothers and fathers of high school children. Parents provided self-report data about their motivation in their 
parenting role as well as reports of role satisfaction, parental competence, child temperament, and parenting styles. 
Using 3 samples, factor analyses confirmed the distinction between autonomous and controlled forms of parenting 
motivation. Autonomous motivation refers to investing in the parenting role because it is interesting and meaningful 
whereas controlled motivation refers to investment based on external or internal pr ssures. Results showed that 
autonomous motivation was associated concurrently with parenting satisfaction and competence as well as with 
authoritative and autonomy-supportive parenting styles. Child temperament was unrelated to parenting motivation, 
but mothers reported greater autonomous motivation for girls than boys and for younger children rather than older 
children. Autonomous parenting motivation was associated with children reporting autonomy supportive parenting 
and high levels of well-being. A prospective analysis showed that controlled parenting motivation in first time 
mothers was associated with reductions in parenting satisfaction as infants became toddlers. A similar analysis 
showed that autonomous parenting motivation was associated with children dev loping fewer behavior problems 
whereas controlled motivation was associated with children developing more behavioral problems. The present 
findings highlight the heuristic value of assessing why parents invest themselves in the parenting role. 
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 Why do people invest themselves in the parenting role? Parents are no doubt motivated by the important 
role they can play in fostering their children’s learning, well-being, and psychosocial adjustment (Joussemet, 
Landry, & Koestner, 2008). Yet, parents may be motivated for other reasons, as well. They may be motivated by the 
interest, challenge, and meaningfulness of the parenting role (termed “autonomous motivation”), but it is also 
possible others’ expectations about how they should act as parents (termed “controlled motivation”) are the driving 
force behind their parenting.  
Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008) uses the concept of innate, universal, 
psychological needs to understand human motivation. The theory posits that humans have fundamental needs to feel 
related, competent, and autonomous in order to develop and function optimally (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Relatedness 
refers to feeling connected and cared for by others whereas competence r f rs to feeling effective and efficacious 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). The core feature of SDT, however, is the emphasis it places on the need for autonomy which 
refers to the experience of volition in initiating or endorsing behaviors. Stated differently, autonomy means to 
authentically concur with the internal or external forces that influence behaviors. Autonomy should not be confused 
with independence or selfishness, rather, autonomy is about volitional, harmonious, and integrated functioning, in 
contrast to more pressured, conflicted, or alienated experience (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
Self-determination theory suggests that humans have an innate propensity toward pursuing their intrinsic 
needs by expressing their interests, seeking to master their environment, and by integrating the values, behaviors, 
and attitudes of their social surroundings (Ryan, 1995). SDT’s organismic assumption of innate integrative 
tendencies underlying social development (Ryan, 1995) is in line with attachment theories that posit a biologically 
driven propensity to comply with society’s norms (e.g., Stayton, Hogan, & Ainsworth, 1971). Importantly, self-
determination theory also highlights the role of the social context, which can either facilitate or undermine intrinsic 
and integrative processes. Both intrinsic motivation and internalization are likely to function optimally when 
children’s need for autonomy is supported by parents, teachers, and other socialization agents (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  
Parenting research in the SDT tradition has focused on parents’ use of autonomy support to help their 
children internalize important values and guidelines (Grolnick, Ryan & Deci, 1991; Pomerantz, Grolnick & Price, 
2005). Autonomy support is defined as encouraging volitional functioning i  others by affording opportunities for 
making choices and initiating actions. For example, studies suggest that parental auto omy support is associated 
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with internalization (Joussemet, Koestner, Lekes, & Houlfort, 2004), adjustment at school (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; 
Joussemet, Koestner, Lekes, & Landry, 2005) and psychosocial functioni g (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, et al, 2007). In 
addition, research has found that autonomy supportive interventions are effectiv  for children (Su and Reeve, 2011) 
and that parental autonomy support in their children’s education predicts positive outcomes (e.g., Froiland 2011). In 
a qualitative study, Froiland (in press) found that parents experienced that parental utonomy support was associated 
with children gaining an intrinsic focus and greater enjoyment in many areas. 
However, another important question is how the parents themselves internalize expectations, values, and 
guidelines about how to behave as parents. There are diverse norms about what it means to be a good parent and it 
seems likely that parents vary greatly in the extent to which they have autonomous versus controlled reasons for 
pursuing various aspects of the parenting role. Furthermore, the type of motivation toward the parenting role may be 
importantly related to parenting behavior, parenting adjustment, and child outcomes.  
The value of examining parenting motivation can be inferred from a parallel set of studies that have 
examined teachers’ motivation, teacher autonomy support, and student outcomes. Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, and 
Legault (2002) conducted a questionnaire study with 254 teachers, from grades 1 to 12. Four types of teachers’ 
motivation were assessed, including intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, introjected regulation and external 
regulations. A summary index of self-determination was constructed by combining the intrinsic and identified items 
and subtracting the extrinsic and introjected items. As expected, teachers’ autonomous motivation was associated 
with autonomy-supportive behavior toward their students.  
Another study assessed both teachers and their students to examine the impact of teacher motivation (Roth, 
Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007). It was found that autonomous motivation for teaching was associated with 
autonomy-supportive behavior (as reported by students), which in turn was associated with students’ autonomous 
motivation for learning. Also, autonomous motivation for teaching was positively associated with teachers’ sense of 
personal accomplishment, while it was negatively associated with emotional exhaustion. Together, these studies 
suggest that, for teachers, autonomous motivation fosters an autonomy-supportive socialization style, which in turn 
promotes positive outcomes for children. We hypothesize that the same pattern of relations would hold true for 
parents. That is, parents who possess autonomous motivation for their parenting activities should be more likely to 
behave in an autonomy supportive manner toward their children. Such an autonomy-supportive parenting style 
should, in turn, result in positive child outcomes as well as positive outcomes for parents. 
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 The present investigation sought to examine the link between motivation for parenting and parents’ 
behavior and adjustment, as well as the experiences of their children. We developed a scal  to assess motivation 
toward parenting based on methods used to develop scales for motivation in other domains (Ryan & Connell, 1989). 
Specifically, items were constructed to assess various reasons for investing in parenting: intrinsic (“I invest myself 
in parenting because of the pleasure and satisfaction that I experience in taking care of my child”), identified 
(“because taking good care of my child is important to me and part of my values “), extrinsic (“because I want those 
around me to see me as a good parent”) and introjected (“because I really want to be a good parent and I would be 
ashamed if I wasn’t”). We planned to combine the intrinsic and identified items to form a six-item scale of 
autonomous motivation and to combine the extrinsic and introjected items to form a six-item scale of controlled 
motivation. After confirming the psychometric adequacy of our 12-item scale of parenting motivation, we planned 
to test the relation of autonomous and controlled parenting motivation to a diverse set of parent and child outcomes.  
 The parenting motivation scale was administered to over 500 parents who were assessed in the context of 
three different data collection efforts. The first data collection involved first time mothers whose child was between 
the ages of one and two (Landry, Whipple, et al., 2008). The second data collection involved mothers who had 
middle school children between the ages of 8 and 14 years old. The final data collection involved mothers and 
fathers who had high school children between the ages of 12 and 17 (Milyavskaya, Gingras, et al, 2009). All parents 
completed the parenting motivation scale as well as measures of parenting satisfaction and c mpetence. 
Demographic information was also collected. A variety of other scales were completed by subsamples of mothers, 
including reports of parenting practices and children’s temperament.  
There were three distinct data sets collected in this investigation: (1) 151 first-time mothers of young 
infants who were followed up one year later; (2) 153 mothers of middle school children; (3) 260 parents of high 
school students, whose children also completed scales. We chose not to report the three data collection efforts as 
Study 1, 2, and 3 because the results are easier to comprehend when organized in terms of the specific research 
questions. 
 Study 1 reports a series of analyses of the entire sample of over 500 parents to establish the reliability and 
basic construct validity of the parenting motivation scales. Specifically, after exploring the factor structure of the 
autonomy and controlled motivation scales, correlational analyses explored their relation to demographic factors and 
reports of maternal role satisfaction and perceived competence. Autonomous parenting motivation was expected to 
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be positively associated with parental satisfaction and competence whereas the opposite was expected for controlled 
motivation. We did not offer any specific hypotheses regarding the relation of parenting motivation to demographic 
factors. For the subsample of mothers of infants, the relations of the motivation scales to parenting styles and child 
temperament measures were explored. We expected that autonomous motivation would be positively associated 
with authoritative and autonomy supportive parenting styles. We expected controlled parenting motivation to be 
negatively related to an authoritative parenting style and autonomy-supportive parenting practices. Finally, we 
hypothesized that children with a difficult temperament might elicit in their mothers controlling parenting 
motivation rather than autonomous parenting motivation. 
 Study 2 used data from parents of high school children to explore the r lations of parenting motivation to 
children’s well-being and to their perceptions of parental autonomy support.  We expected that autonomous 
parenting motivation would be positively associated with children’s reporting that their parents used autonomy 
supportive parenting methods. We also expected that children of parents who were higher in autonomous parenting 
motivation would report better mood and higher self esteem. 
Study 3 used a prospective longitudinal design to explore the relation of first-time mothers’ parenting 
motivation to their own adjustment and their child’s adjustment over the course of one year as their children moved 
from infancy to toddlerhood. Our guiding hypothesis was that autonomous parenting motivation would be associated 
with adaptive outcomes for both mothers’ and children whereas controlled parenting motivation would not.  
 
Study 1 
 We combined the data across our three major data collection efforts in order t  explore the factor structure 
and the basic construct validity of the parenting motivation measure.  
Method 
Participants 
Sample 1. One hundred and fifty-three Canadian first time mothers with children under the age of two 
participated on a voluntary basis. Thirty-five percent of participants were native English-speakers, 52 % were 
French-speakers, and 13 % reported another native language. Mean yearly family income was between 50,000 $ and 
75,000 $ CDN, and 63 % of participants reported earning this amount or more. Most of the mothers were university 
educated (e.g., 49 % completed an undergraduate degree, 18 % completed graduate school). The average age of 
children was 11.4 months. The data collection of this sample is fully describ d by Landry et al. (2008).  
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 Of the 162 questionnaires that were sent out, 153 (94.4 %) were completed and returned.  
 Sample 2. The research involved 151 mothers from Montreal (Quebec) with children between the ages of 8 
and 16 with a mean of 10.9 years old. The survey asked mothers to report on their motivation for parenting as well 
as to describe their feelings about being a mother. 67% of mothers reported English as their native language, 4% 
reported French as their native language and 29% had another native language.  Me n yearly family income was 
between $30,000 and $50,000 a year and 72.5% of the participants reported earning this amount or more. Many of 
the mothers were university educated (e.g., 38.2% completed an undergraduate degree only, and 19.6% completed 
both an undergraduate degree and graduate degree). Of the 163 questionnaires se t out, 151 mothers (92.6 %) 
completed and returned them.  
 Sample 3. We used data collected as part of a cross-cultural study on over-scheduling and school outcomes 
(Gingras, 2007). Participants were 280 parents (75% mothers) of students aged 12-18 (mean age 14.5 years old) 
from Canada, the US, and France. Students were recruited from two high schools in California, USA, two high 
schools in Quebec, Canada and two high schools in France. We only include the data from cases where both the 
parent and the child completed the scales. Parental reports were obtained for 97 of 155 French students (63%), 116 
of 248 Canadian students (47%), and 61 of 161 (38%) American students.  
Procedure 
 Participants in sample 1 were recruited from the community via newspaper advertisements, flyers, and 
through social networking among new mothers in Quebec, Canada. Interested mothers who met criteria for the study 
were sent a questionnaire by mail, along with a 20.00 $ gift certificate and were asked to return the questionnaire in 
the provided stamped and addressed envelope. The questionnaires were originally constructed and written in 
English, and translated into French by bilingual French-Canadian researchers. Translated versions of the 
questionnaire were also back-translated to ensure that meaning of each item was conveyed accurately, and 
discrepancies were resolved through discussion. 
 Participants in sample 2 were recruited through an ad in the “Montreal Family Magazine”. The ad was 
meant to target both mothers and fathers but almost all of the respondents were mothers. Interested parents were sent 
a questionnaire by mail. If the parents had more than one child between the ages 8 and 16, they were told to report 
on the child closest to age 12. Once the questionnaire was completed and returned (along with the consent form) in 
Autonomous and Controlled Motivation for Parenting 
7 
 
the stamped and addressed envelope provided, participants were sent a 20.00$ gift certificate of a popular book 
store. The instruments included in the questionnaire were constructed and written in English. 
 In sample 3, students completed questionnaires during an allotted time during the school day in each 
school, with permission from the principals. Parents were also asked to complete a short questionnaire; no 
compensation was offered in this study.  
Measure Completed by Mothers in All Studies. 
Parenting motivation. An adapted version of the Self-Regulation Questionnaire (Ryan & Connell, 1989) 
was used to assess motivation toward parenting. Parents were asked why they invest d time and energy in the task 
of child rearing. The stem used was “I am motivated to take care of my child because…” Twelve items, three for 
each type of motivational style, were rated on a 7-point scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Items 
included “because of the pleasure and satisfaction that I experience in taking care of my child” (intrinsic 
motivation); “because taking good care of my child is important to me” (identified motivation); “because if I wasn’t 
a good parent, I would feel guilty” (introjected regulation); “because I want those around me to see me as a good 
parent” (extrinsic regulation). Subscales for autonomous motivation (intrinsic and ide tified motivation) and 
controlled motivation (introjected and external regulation) were created by calculating the mean of six items. Table 
2 provides all of the items. The scale does not assess the extent to which parents actually invest time and energy, 
rather, it examines why parents believe they are investing time and energy i to their role as parents.  
Perceived Parental Competence and Parental Satisfaction. Perceived parental competence and parental 
satisfaction were assessed with a modified version of the Self-Perceptions of the Parental Role instrument (SPPR; 
MacPhee, Benson, & Bullok, 1986). The original SPPR is a 22-item measure consisting of four scales that assess 
different aspects of the parental role: Competence, Satisfaction, Investment, and Role Balance. Each item is made up 
of a pair of statements that describe contrasting endpoints of a parenting dimension. Twelve items from the 
competence and satisfaction subscales were used, six items from each scale. Items were modified for the purpose of 
clarity, such that instead of choosing one side or the other (e.g., “being a parent is a satisfying experience for me” 
versus “being a parent is not at all satisfying for me”) participants were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed 
with only one side of the statement. In addition, the items were personalized (e.g., instead of “some parents feel,” the 
modified version used “I feel”). An example of a competence item is “I feel that I am doing a good job of providing 
Autonomous and Controlled Motivation for Parenting 
8 
 
for my child’s needs.” The questions were answered on a 7-point scale ranging from disagree to agr e.  The 
reliabilities for the competence and satisfaction scales were adequate, alphas > .75. 
Demographic information. Participants were asked to indicate their child’s gender and their own age, 
ethnicity, level of education completed, and approximate yearly family income. 
Measures Completed by Subsamples of Mothers. 
Temperament of child. This construct was assessed in the data collection of mothers of infants. A shortened 
version of the Infant Characteristic Questionnaire (ICQ; Bates, Freeland, & Lounsbury, 1979) was used to assess 
parents’ perceptions of their child’s “difficult temperament.” Seven items assessing fussiness that were applicable to 
different-aged children were used in the current study. Sample items included: “how much does your baby cry and 
fuss in general?” and “what kind of mood is your baby generally in?” Ratings were made on a 7-point scale ranging 
from “not at all” to “a great deal.” Internal consistency for the Fussy-Difficult subscale was .79 in the original study 
(Bates et al., 1979) and it was .78 in this study. 
 Maternal permissiveness and authoritativeness. A modified version of the Parenting Practices 
Questionnaire (Robinson et al. 1995), which is based on Baumrind’s (1971) authoritative, authoritarian, and 
permissive typology was used to assess parental permissiveness and authoritativeness. The PPQ is a 62-item parent 
self-report measure that was originally developed to assess parenting styles among parents of preadolescent children. 
However, only items that seemed appropriate for very young children were used in the current study. Eight items 
from the permissive subscale were used. Each item was rated on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). Sample items 
include: ‘‘I spoil my child’’, and ‘‘I find it difficult to set limits with my child’’. Eight items were also used from the 
authoritative parenting scale. Sample items include ‘‘I give praise when my child is good,’’ and ‘‘I convey my 
expectations regarding behavior to my child before s/he engages in an activity.’’ The two scales had only modest 
reliability, alphas = .61 and .60, and they were uncorrelated, r = -.10.  
 Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS). The SWLS is a five-item scale that assesse  global life satisfaction 
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). Participants rated items such as “the conditions of my life are 
excellent” on a 7-point scale of agreement. Reliability and validity of the SWLS are described by Diener, et al. 
(1985). The internal reliability in this study was alpha = .87.  
 Mood valence. A nine-item affect scale was used (Emmons, 1992). Participants were asked to rate each item, 
based on how they felt that during the past week, using a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 representing very slightly and 5 
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representing extremely. The items were: joyful, unhappy, worried/anxious, enjoyment/fun, depressed, pleased, happy, 
angry/hostile, and frustrated. Negative affect items were reversed and combined with the positive items. These scales 
have excellent temporal reliability and internal consistency (Diener & Emmons, 1984). In the present study the 
reliability was alpha = .83. 
Results  
Preliminary Analyses   
 The 12 parenting motivation items were subjected to a principal components analy is with Varimax 
rotation. Two factors accounted for 51.72 % of the variance. The first factor had an Eigen value of 3.96 and the 
second had a value of 2.25. Table 1 shows the factor loadings for all items. It can be seen that the extrinsic and 
introjected items loaded on the first factor which appears to reflect controlled motivation, whereas the intrinsic and 
identified items loaded on the second factor which appears to reflect autonomous motivation. The six autonomous 
motivation items yielded an internal reliability of .78 whereas the six controlled motivation items yielded a 
reliability of .82. Autonomous and controlled parenting motivation scores were calculated as the mean of the six 
items loading on their respective factor. The two scales were moderately positively correlated, r = .27, p < .01. 
 The second data collection included fathers as well as mothers. T-tests were used to examine differences in 
parenting motivation between mothers and fathers. No significant differences were obtained: t( 266) = 1.49 for 
autonomous motivation and t( 266) = -1.16 for controlled motivation. The means were as follows: autonomous 
motivation, Mothers’ M = 6.17, Fathers’ M = 6.04; controlled motivation, Mothers’ M = 4.25, Fathers’ M = 4.46.
 The second data collection also included parents from three countries. A one-way analysis of variance 
revealed significant differences in reports of parenting motivation across the three countries: Autonomous 
motivation, F (2,265) = 7.66, p < .001; Controlled motivation, F (2,265) = 4.25, p < .05. French parents reported 
lower levels of autonomous motivation (M = 5.96) than Americans (M = 6.33) and Canadians (M = 6.20). They also 
reported higher levels of controlled motivation (M = 4.59) than Americans (M = 4.26) and Canadians (M = 4.07). 
-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 About Here 
                   --------------------------------- 
 





 Table 2 presents the partial correlations of autonomous parenting motivation and controlled parenting 
motivation with all of the other measures collected from mothers, except those in the prospective study. Partial 
correlations were used because of the significant positive relation between autonomous and controlled parenting 
motivation. It can be seen that autonomous parenting motivation was significantly positively associated with parent 
role satisfaction and parental competence, as well as with general life satisfaction and positive mood. Autonomous 
motivation was also significantly positively associated with authoritative and autonomy supportive parenting styles. 
Unexpectedly, autonomous motivation was higher for parents of girls than boys, and for parents with younger 
children. Autonomous parenting motivation was unassociated with education, inc me, child temperament, 
permissive parenting practices, and social desirability.  
-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 About Here 
                     --------------------------------- 
 Controlled parenting motivation was significantly negatively associated with parental competence, parental 
role satisfaction, general life satisfaction, and positive mood. No other corr lations were significant for controlled 
motivation. 
Discussion 
 This study explored the factor structure of the parenting motivation scale and its relation to different parent 
and child variables. The factor solution revealed two distinct factors reflecting controlled parenting motivation and 
autonomous parenting motivation. Surprisingly, these two dimensions of parenting motivation were moderately 
positively related to each other, necessitating the use of partial correlation analyses to explore their correlates. While 
autonomous motivation was associated with higher self-ratings of parental competence, role satisfaction, higher 
positive mood and life satisfaction, controlled motivation was negatively related to these well-being indicators. 
Autonomous motivation was also positively related to an optimal parenting style (authoritative; autonomy-
supportive). This pattern of correlations conformed to our hypotheses. 
 




 The results reported in Study 1 provide initial support for the reliability and validity of the parenting 
motivation scales. Our next study aimed to strengthen the construct validity of the parenting motivation measure by 
examining the relation of autonomous and controlled parenting motivation to their parenting, as perceived by their 
adolescents, as well as to y uth’ well-being. Specifically, we were able to examine the relations of parenting 
motivation to child reports of self-esteem, positive mood, and their perce tions of the extent to which their parents 
adopt an autonomy supportive parenting style toward them.   
 
Child measures 
 Child demographic characteristics. The sample of youth participants who completed the scales had the 
following demographic characteristics: 43% were Canadian, 35% French, and 22% American. The respondents were 
predominantly female (57%) and their mean age was 14.5. 
Perceptions of Autonomy-Support. The Perception of Autonomy Support Scale (Robbins 
1994), a 9-item scale, was used to measure the degree to which adolescents r port hat their autonomy is supported 
by their parents. Participant rate on a scale of 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very much true) the extent to which each 
statement applies to them. For example, ‘‘my parents listen to my opinion or perspective when I’ve got a problem,” 
and ‘‘my parents aren’t very sensitive to my needs (reverse item)’’. To obtain the overall score, a mean of the 9 
items is calculated, and a higher score indicates a greater perception that the child’s autonomy is supported by the 
parent. The internal reliability was quite high, alpha = .85. 
Child Well-Being. Well-being was measured through positive and negative affect as well as s f-concept. 
On the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (Emmons 1992), respondents indicated the extent to which they felt a 
series of emotions over the past 4 days: four positive feelings (joyful, enjoyment/fun, pleased, happy) and six 
negative feelings (unhappy, worried/ anxious, depressed, angry/hostile, frustrated, stressed) from 1 (slightly or not at 
all) to 5 (extremely).Positive affect and negative affect were highly negativ ly related, r = -.36. An index of affect 
used in the analyses was calculated by reversing negative affect and combining it with positive affect.  
Using Anderman’s (2002) self-esteem scale, respondents rated the extent to which they agreed or disagree  
with six statements about themselves (e.g., ‘‘I have a lot to be proud of’’).Statements were rated on a five-point 
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scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). To obtain a global score, the mean of the six items 
was calculated. An acceptable internal reliabilities of alpha = .75 was obtained.  
A global index of child well-being was calculated as the mean of the standardized score for positive and 
negative affect valence and self-esteem. The creation of a global index was used because of the high positive 
correlation between affect and self-esteem (r = .47), and because our predictions were framed in terms of general 
well-being. The reliability for the global index (using all mood and self-esteem items) was alpha = .83  
 
Results 
 To examine the relation of parenting motivation to child reports, two hierarchical linear regression analyses 
was conducted with perceived autonomy support and child adjustment as the dependent variables. The first set of 
predictors included parent’s gender, child’s gender, parent’s age, education level, and country. The latter two 
variables were entered as two dummy codes. Autonomous and controlled parenting motivations were entered next. 
Finally, all of the two-way interactions between the demographic variables and the two parenting motivations were 
entered as a third set of variables.  
 The regression of children’s perceived autonomy support yielded a significant multiple R of .39, F (16,249) 
= 2.71, p < .001. The only demographic variable found to relate to autonomy support was children’s age (ß = .14, p 
< .05). Older children reported higher levels of parental autonomy support. Both parenting motivation variables 
were significantly associated with perceived autonomy support. Autonomous tivation was significantly positively 
related to autonomy support, beta = .23, t (257) = 3.60, p < .001 whereas controlled motivation was significantly 
negatively related to perceived autonomy support, beta = -.14, t (257) = 2.24, p < .05. Two interaction terms were 
also significant. An interaction between parent’s gender and autonomous motivation (beta = .17, t (249) = 2.72, p < 
.01) reflected the fact that fathers’ autonomous motivation was especially strongly related to children’s perceived 
autonomy support. In addition, an interaction between one of the dummy codes for country and controlled 
motivation (beta = .17, t (249) = 2.17, p < .01) reflected the fact that controlled motivation was negatively related to 
perceived autonomy support among Canadian and French families (betas = -.21 and -.26, respectively) but it was 
positively related to perceived autonomy support among American families (beta = .21). No other interactions 
approached significance.  
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The regression of children’s well being yielded a non-significant multiple R of .28, F (16,249) = 1.32, n.s. 
The only significant predictor to emerge in this regression was parent’s level of autonomous motivation: beta = .14, 
 t (257) = 2.09, p < .05. Children whose parents were higher in autoomous motivation reported greater well being. 
None of the interactions approached significance (p’s > .20).  
 
Discussion 
 The results of study 2 provided further support for the usefulness of the measure of autonomous parenting 
motivation. Study 2 overcame the problem of shared method variance by assessing child variables from a separate 
source than parenting motivation. Importantly, we were able to confirm significant relations between parenting 
motivation and perceived autonomy support from children. The results also indicated that autonomous motivation 
was associated with better child well-being. Despite this methodological improvement, it is still impossible to certify 
the direction of causality in the relation f parents’ autonomous parenting motivation to their parenting and 
adolescents’ well-being.  
Study 3 
 Study 3 used a 1-year prospective design to examine the association between parenting motivation in first-




 First-time mothers who had participated in the first data collection were followed approximately one year 
later, when their child was a toddler. Of the 153 mothers who were sent qu stionnaires, 116 returned them, for a 
response rate of 76%. Eleven of the envelopes were returned by the postal service because of a change of address. 
Of these 116 participants, 48% were French-speakers, 37% were native English-speakers, and 15% reported another 
native language. Mean age of mothers at Time 2 was 31.5 years, and mean age of their toddler was 23 months. 
Sixty percent of the toddlers were boys, and 40% were girls. Ninety-four percent of the mothers reported that they 
were living with their child’s father. Mean yearly family income was between $50,000 and $75,000 CAD, and 70% 
of participants reported that their family income was in this range or higher. Most of the mothers were university 
educated (e.g., 48% completed an undergraduate degree, 20% completed graduate school). 




 Mothers who had participated in Study 1 were sent a questionnaire by mail when their child had reached (at 
least) 18 months. Participants were asked to return the questionnaire in the stamp d and addressed envelope 
provided. Participants were sent a $15.00 CAD gift certificate at a popular bookstore after retuning their completed 
questionnaire. 
Measures  
 Perceived Parental Competence and Parental Satisfaction. The same scales that were administ red in 
study 1 were used, with 6 items assessing competence and 6 items assssing atisfaction.  The reliabilities, were 
adequate, alphas > .76. 
 Child behavior problems. The Child Behavior Checklist for ages 1 - 5 (Achenbach 2000; Achenbach & 
Rescorla, 2000) measures diverse aspects of a child’s behavioral, emotional, and social functioning. The CBCL/1–5 
was designed to be completed by parents or parent surrogates. 
The respondent is asked to rate 99 problem items as 0 for not true of the child, 1for somewhat or sometimes true, 
and 2 for very true or often true, based on the preceding 2 months. A child’s behavior problem score was obtained 
by averaging the scores on each of the 99 items, with high scores reflecting more problems related to the child’s 
behavioral, emotional, and social functioning. 
Results   
 
 To examine the relation between parenting motivation and adjustment outcomes over time, a series of 
hierarchical linear regression analyses were conducted with maternal perceived comptence and role satisfaction as 
the dependent variables. Participants’ level of education and income were entered together with child’s temperament 
and participants’ Time 1 score on either competence or satisfaction as a first set of predictors. Time 1 parenting 
motivation (autonomous and controlled) was entered second.  
 The regression of role satisfaction yielded a significant multiple R of .48, F (6,109) = 5.46, p < .001. Initial 
maternal role satisfaction was significantly positively related to later maternal satisfaction (beta = .40, t (111) = 4.42, 
p < .001. Controlled parenting motivation at Time 1 was significantly negatively associated with maternal role 
satisfaction adjustment at Time 2 (beta = -.26, t (109) = -2.83, p < .01). Autonomous motivation was unrelated to 
later role satisfaction (beta = .12, t (109) = 1.21, p = .23). No other effects approached significance in this regression 
(p’s > 10).  
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 The regression on perceived competence revealed no effects for either autonomous (beta = .05) or 
controlled parenting motivation (-.09). 
 To examine the relation between parenting motivation and later child behavior problems, a hierarchical 
linear regression analysis was conducted with child behavior problems at Time 2 as the dependent variable. The first 
set of predictors was level of education, family income, and child’s temperament. Autonomous motivation and 
controlled motivation were entered second. The regression yielded a significant multiple R of .47, F(8,110) = 6.10, p 
< .001. Difficult temperament at Time 1 was significantly positively associated with behavioral problems at  
Time 2 (beta = .30, t (112) = 3.26, p < .001). Autonomous parenting motivation at Time 1 was significantly 
positively related to fewer behavior problems at time 2, (beta = -.19, t (110) = -2.02, p < .05). By contrast, controlled 
parenting motivation was significantly positively related to later child behavior problems (beta = .32, t (110) = 3.53, 
p < .001). No other effects approached significance in this regression, p’s > .10). 
 
Discussion 
 The results of Study 3 demonstrated that controlled motivation for parenting placed first-time mothers at 
risk for adjustment difficulties during the transition from infancy into toddlerhood. Surprisingly, autonomous 
motivation was unrelated to later parent role satisfaction. Autonomous and controlled parenting motivations were 
both significantly related to child adjustment over time, in opposite directions. As expected, autonomous motivation 
was associated with a positive adjustment for young children whereas controlled motivation was associated with 
behavioral and emotional problems.  
General Discussion 
 The present investigation was designed to explore the idea that autonomous motivation for parenting is 
associated with successful adaptation in parents and their children. Autonomous motivation has been measured in 
many different domains and it has consistently been linked with positive adjustment (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Although 
self-determination theory researchers have explored issues related to autonomy in parenti g, this work has almost 
exclusively focused on whether parents behave toward their children in autonomy-supportive ways. No previous 
research, to the best of our knowledge, has explored whether parents differ in thei level of autonomous motivation 
to participate in various parenting activities, and whether such motivational differences will be associated with 
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different qualitative outcomes for parents and children. In the present investigations, we developed a motivation for 
parenting scale that was modeled after previous scales in other domains (cf., Ryan & Connell, 1989).  
The present studies examined the relations of levels of autonomous and controlled motivation for parenting 
to different parent and child factors. Study 1 looked at the link between motivati n for parenting and a variety of 
parental and demographic variables. Study 2 examined the relations between moth rs’ and fathers’ motivation for 
parenting and their high school children’s self-reports of self-esteem, positive mood and the perceived autonomy-
support from their parents. Study 3 used a 1-year prospective design to examine whether motivation for parenting 
would be associated with better maternal and child outcomes over time, measured by mothers’ competence and 
satisfaction, and low child behavioural problems. Our general prediction was that autonomous motivation for 
parenting would be significantly positively associated with better adjustment for both the parents and the children, 
whereas controlled motivation would be either negatively related or unrelated. 
 The present investigation included three separate attempts to examine the links b tween parenting 
motivation and parenting style. In a sample of first-time mothers, it was shown that autonomous motivation was 
significantly positively associated with authoritative parenting but unrelated to permissive parenting. In a sample of 
mothers of middle school children, autonomous motivation was significantly associated with mother’s reports of 
behaving toward their children in an autonomy supportive manner. The measure used in this study was taken 
directly from the self-determination theory literature. Most impressively, in a study of 260 parents and high school 
students from three countries, it was shown that autonomous parenting motivation was significantly positively 
associated with children’s perceptions that their parents behaved in autonomy supportive ways, whereas there was a 
significant negative association for controlled motivation with such perception. Together, these findings seem to 
point to a reliable association between motivation and parenting style among parents. 
Overall the results support our hypothesis that parents who are more aut nomously motivated in their 
parenting roles are also those who report positive outcomes. Study 1 showed that autonomo s motivation was 
associated with higher self-ratings of parental competence and satisfaction, as well as reports of more positive mood 
and higher life satisfaction. Controlled motivation was negatively related to concurre t reports of satisfaction and 
competence. However, study 3 showed that among first-time mothers it wa controlled motivation, not autonomous 
motivation, which was significantly predictive of decreases in mothers’ feelings of role satisfaction as their children 
progressed from infants to toddlers. Controlled motivation was also predictiv  of these children displaying 
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significantly higher levels of behavioural problems over time whereas autonomous motivation was associated with 
fewer problems over time. Together, these results provide initial support for the hypothesis that motivation for 
parenting will be associated with higher levels of adjustment in both parents and children.  
The results contribute to SDT in that we found similar associations between a parent’s autonomous 
motivation and outcomes and between parent and child as have previously been found in the autonomous motivation 
of teachers and other outcomes and between teacher and student. Just as student  feel more autonomous when their 
teacher is autonomously motivated, parents’ autonomous motivation was associated with their children’s perceptions 
of them as autonomy-supportive towards them. 
 The results showed no relationship between parenting motivation and levels of family income or education. 
Parenting motivation also did not seem to differ between mothers and fathers, but our investigation included only a 
small sample of fathers. Parent’s age was unrelated to motivation. There was a significant relationship between 
autonomous motivation for parenting and the age of the child; mothers of younger children reported more 
autonomous motivation for parenting than parents of older children. The difficulty many parents experience when 
their children move from childhood to adolescence may explain part of the difference that we see in their 
autonomous motivation. One can imagine parents becoming less intrinsically motivated and identified with their role 
as their teenagers strive for separation and orient toward their peers.   There was also an unexpected association 
between child gender and parenting motivation.  Parents reported significantly greater autonomous motivation for 
investing themselves in parenting a girl than for a boy. Because we did not include many fathers in our studies we 
cannot sort out whether this result reflects a motivational advantage for parenting a same-gendered child. We would 
speculate that this result may relate to the fact that boys typically show higher levels of externalizing problems than 
girls, and thus they may, on average, pose a challenge to maintaining intri sic and identified reasons for investing in 
one’s parent role.  
 Although this study is an interesting first step towards examining motivati n for parenting, it has many 
limitations. First, the majority of participants were mothers and although moters are still the main caretakers in 
society, fathers are becoming more and more involved in their children’s upbringing. It is important to include equal 
numbers of fathers in subsequent studies on motivation for parenting. Ideed, examining the match between mothers 
and father’s motivational orientation would be very interesting, as would the examination of non-traditional forms of 
parenting unions. 
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 Second, although the present investigation tried to get beyond the problems f shared method variance by 
including child reports in study 2, it is important for future research on parenting motivation to gather more diverse 
and compelling evidence of predictive validity. For example, peer reports could be used to confirm the adjustment 
advantages that seem to be associated with autonomous parenting motivation, and systematic behavioral 
observations could be used to determine whether parenting motivation is directly associated with observed behavior 
toward children.  
A final problem with our research is that we did not fully demonstrate linkages between parenting 
motivation, parental autonomy support, and children behaving in autonomous ways. Children whose autonomy is 
supported by their parents internalize guidelines more fully, are better adjusted, and perceive themselves as more 
competent (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Grolnick and Ryan, 1989). Roth and colleagues (2007) showed that teachers’ 
autonomous motivation was directly tied to their use of autonomy support and, in turn, their students’ reports of 
autonomous motivation at school. Our research should have also assessed these three different standpoints on 
autonomy.  
Although our research included participants from Canada, the United States, and France, it was not 
designed to systematically examine the relation of cultural factors to parenting motivation.  Such an investigation 
would have required consistent sampling from more diverse cultures (e.g., include South Asian and South American 
families) across all of our studies while also including measures of culture-related values and standards. It would be 
interesting to determine whether cultural variations in collectivistic versus individualistic values, or in hierarchical 
versus egalitarian values would be associated with parenting motivation.  
In support of research in other domains, our studies showed that the distinction between autonomous and 
controlled parenting motivations is important. Our results suggest that autonomous and controlled motivation are 
significantly associated with a distinct set of parent and child outcomes. But what factors influence whether parents 
develop primarily autonomous or controlled reasons for their parenting? We would hypothesize that parents’ 
childhood experiences with their own parents may influence the kind of motivations they adopt toward parenting. 
Also, we expect that the availability of interpersonal supports for parenting (e.g., living near to ne’s extended 
family, a flexible work environment, and a network of helpful friends) would conduce toward parents being able to 
focus on the ways in which parenting can be interesting and meaningful rather than on the pressures of the role.  
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Table 1   Factor Loadings of the Parenting motivation scale   








I want those around me to see me as a good parent. (extrinsic) .786 .067 
I want to prove to the people around me that I am a good parent. (extrinsic) .784 -.015 
Others expect me to or the situation demands it. (extrinsic) .701 -.130 
If I wasn’t a good parent, I would feel guilty. (introjected) .707 .229 
I really want to be a good parent and I would be ashamed if I wasn’t. (introjected) .665 .237 




Taking care of my child is important to me and part of my values. (identified) 
.057 .748 
It is very important to me to do all that I can do to promote the well-being of my child. 
(identified) 
.126 .684 
It is important to me that my child has all that he/she needs. (identified) .240 .525 
Of the enjoyment of learning new things about my child and myself. (intrinsic) .003 .696 
Of the pleasure and satisfaction that I experience in taking care of my child. (intrinsic) .-.038 .734 
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Table 2 Partial Correlations of Outcomes with Parenting Motivation  
 Autonomous Motivation Controlled Motivation 
Family Education, n = 563 .09 -.09 
Family Income, n =563 .12 -.02 
Child’s Sex (1 = boy, 2 = girl), n = 563 .16**  -.06 
Child’s Age, n = 563 -.19** -.05 
Parent’s Age, n = 563 .07 -.04 
Parent Competence, n = 563 .28**  -.20***  
Parent Satisfaction, n = 563 .37**  -.17** 
Infant Temperament, n = 151 -.02 -.06 
Permissive Style, n = 67 -.09 .16 
Authoritative Style, n = 67 .46** .09 
Parent Autonomy Support,  n = 77 24* -.01 
Parent Life Satisfaction, n = 260 .24* -.19* 
Parent Mood,  n = 260 .16* -.26* 
*p < .05 ; ** p < .01 
 
